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Executive Summary

The State of Idaho has had charter schools in operation for four years. A total of 11 charter
schools have opened since fall 1998; one was closed last year and two opened this year, resulting
in 10 in operation. Most of the schools are located in the more popul ated areas of the state. The
total number of students now served by charter schoolsis 1,476 statewide.

This is the third annual report in a five-year comprehensive evaluation of the Idaho Charter
School Program. It examines the charter schools on several quality and viability indicators. The
information is based on self-reported data from the schools, district and state data, site visits, and
surveys of key stakeholders. Data are reported as general and individua charter school
characteristics, survey generalizations, and site visit reports.

The pr| mary findings of this study are that:
Idaho charter schools are improving student learning. Most charter students are meeting
[or exceeding] measurable student standards as evidenced by their IRI, ITBS, DWA, and
DMA scores.
Idaho charter schools continue to make progress on their respective missions and goals.
Eighty-six percent of staff and 90 percent of parents believe that their respective schools
were either meeting or exceeding thelr missions. Some schools have modified their goals
to increase measurability and accountability and to align them with state standards. While
some schools have done well in measuring accomplishments, severa still do not provide
adeguate evidence to support reported levels of accomplishment.
Charter schools are using a variety of programs or approaches, including thematic
instruction, character instruction, foreign language at al grades, portfolio assessmert, and
expeditionary learning.
Charter schools are attracting high-quality teaching staff. Eighty-nine percent have at
least six years of teaching experience (the average level of experienceis eight years), 34
percent have advanced graduate degrees, and seven schools have at least one teacher with
aspecia education endorsement.
In 85 percent of comparisons, charter schools had student demographics that reflected
those of their respective districts.
Unique aspects of the charter schools include their gade level configurations,
growth/expansion patterns, high levels of parent involvement, relatively small size, and
alternatives to traditional school hours and yearly calendars.
Most charter schools are offering student services either on site and/or by contracting with
their districts. Services include counseling, special education, after-school programs, and hot
lunch.
Challenges facing Idaho charter schools include transportation and facilities issues.
L eadership continues to be a key factor in the success of the charter schools. Schools without
strong leadership often struggle with school mission, implementation and continuity of
appropriate curriculum, staff development, and/or parent and staff satisfaction.
Charter enrollment has increased 38 percert since last year. Charter schools are bringing
students into the public system from home schooling and private schools, and the number of
students on waiting lists now exceeds total charter enrollment by 38 percent.



Public educational choices are still severely limited for Idaho’s students as a whole. The 10
operational chartersin Idaho account for only four-tenths of 1 percent of the total number of
charter schools operating nationally.

Key recommendations include:
All charter schools should provide clear evidence of their accomplishments, which will result
in amore accurate evaluation of Idaho charter schools.
Increase access to charter schools. Encourage marketing strategies that address diverse
groups of students before alottery is held, since it is difficult to increase diversity once
waiting lists have been established. Provide transportation dollars to first-year charter schools
since they do not have a previous year’s average daily attendance (ADA) figure by which to
claim funds.
Increase the number of charter schools. Encourage rural schools going through consolidation
to consider “going charter” in order to keep their educational communities intact. It may
become necessary to alow for aternative chartering options, given the sow rate of growth of
charter schools in Idaho.
Increase awareness that charter schools are public schools. Much of the general public is still
unclear about what charter schools are (or can be), and many tend to think of them only as
alternatives to “public school” or as “aternative schools’ for at-risk students.
Encourage the evaluation process. Parent survey return rates are still low despite adjustments
to the administration schedule and a few schools did not report data in several key profile
areas, making it impossible to report comprehensively about the charter school program.



I ntroduction

This document is an evaluation report of the Idaho charter schools program conducted by the
Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory (NWREL), under contract with the Idaho
Department of Education. It is the third report in afive-year study of the program; the final
report will be completed in 2004. This report contains comprehensive school profiles, case
studies of the newest schools (site visit reports of all other schools are included in previous
years reports), and surveys administered to teachers, students, and parents of each charter
school. The report also compares data among schools, discusses technical assistance needs, and
makes some conclusions and recommendations for future policy.

Charter Schoolsin Idaho

Idaho is the 31st state in the country to pass a charter school law, which it did in 1998. This
evaluation report includes the 10 currently operating charter schools. Two of the 10 schoolsin
this study were in their first year of operation at the time of this report. Most of the schools are
very close to large population centers (see Figure 1).

Idaho’s 10 charter schools are currently serving 1,476 students, an increase of 38 percent since
last year. Nationally, there are approximately 2,400 charter schools in operation; these schools
serve approximately 576,000 students.

The schools included in the evaluation (and their locations) are:
1. Anser Charter School (Boise)
2. Blackfoot Community Charter School (Blackfoot)
3. Coeur d Alene Charter Academy (Coeur d’ Alene)
4. Hidden Springs Charter Schools (Hidden Springs/Boise)
5. Meridian Charter School (Meridian)
6. Moscow Charter School (Moscow)
7. Nampa Charter School (Nampa)
8. Pocatello Community Charter School (Pocatello)
9. Renaissance Charter School (Moscow)
10. Sandpoint Charter School (Sandpoint)



Figure 1. Location of Charter Schools Within Idaho
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TheEvaluation M odel

Guiding Questions and Philosophy of the Evaluation

With 10 charter schools in operation, the U.S. Department of Education Charter School Grant
continues to have an impact in Idaho. Charter schools in Idaho offer unique learning
opportunities and expanded educational choices to nearly 1,500 students. They also offer
opportunities for educators to play new roles and test new forms of school governance. The
ultimate success of charter schoolsin Idaho is, and will be, reflected in their ability to make
progress toward the educational mission and goals by which they have agreed to be held
accountable, as well as their impact on public education reform. Evaluation isacritical stepin
the successful demonstration of the accountability and impact of charter schools in Idaho.

NWREL used three questions® to guide the collection, analysis, and reporting of data for this
evaluation:

1. Did the charter schools accomplish what they proposed, based on their mission and
goals?

2. Did their students meet the achievement levels proposed in their charter school
applications?

3. What makes charter schools in Idaho unique?

This evaluation is guided by the notion that program evaluation is a process done with rather than
to the stakeholders of a charter school. A successful evaluation must meet the needs of the
various stakeholders of each charter school, as well as those of the Idaho Department of
Education. For this reason, administrators, teachers, parents, and students from each school have
been included in the evaluation process, and the staff of the Idaho Department of Education

were, and will continue to be, involved in reviewing draft documents throughout its course.

Data Collection Methods

The evaluation process includes three principal data sources:. individual school profiles, surveys,
and site visits. In Year One of this study, profiles were created for each of the original eight
charter schools based on areview of existing data (charter applications, grant applications,
annual reports) and input from schools. During Y ears Two and Three, each school was asked to
update—or in the case of the newest schools, complete—its profile. The completed school
profiles can be found in the School Profile section (see Appendix A). The instructions that were
sent with the profiles are included there as well.

Second, evaluation instruments were designed to complement the existing data. Three separate
surveys were developed to address the evaluation questions, one for each group of major
stakeholders. parents, students (fourth-graders or above), and staff (teachers, administrators, and
any other staff coming into frequent contact with students).

! These questions came from the Massachusetts and Colorado State Charter School Program Evaluation Reports.



All three surveys assessed satisfaction with the school and reasons for either attending, having
child(ren) attend, or working at the school. All three surveys also listed a variety of statements
about the schools with which respondents rated their level of agreement. The parent and
teacher/administrator surveys measured the perceived success of the schools in addressing their
mission and goals and the teacher/administrator survey assessed technical assistance needs. The
surveys have remained very consistent from year to year, with only minor modifications made to
address issues that surface over the course of the project. Copies of the surveys can be found in
Appendices B through D. The mission and performance goals for each school were included
with the surveys so that respondents could address questions relating to their school’s mission
and performance goals.

Parent surveys were sent to each school for distribution along with instructions and self-
addressed stamped envelopes so that they could be returned confidentially. Student and staff
surveys were posted on the Internet; passwords were required for entry to the surveys. Students
and staff in all schools took surveys online this year. A 100 percent participation rate was
requested from al three groups. Return rates and responses are discussed beginning on Page 20.

Site visits were conducted at Sandpoint and Hidden Springs Charter Schools. The other eight
schools had been visited in the last two years. The visits are included to add depth to the picture
of the charter schools in Idaho, and to provide a better understanding of the process occurring at
the schooal, the attainment of proposed goals, and positive outcomes as well as specific
challenges experienced by the school. The site visits reflected each school’ s unique school
environment. This year, Sandpoint and Hidden Springs Charter Schools were sent a site visit
schedule request so that arrangements could be made for the evaluators to meet with key
individuals, conduct small focus groups (with teachers, parents, and students), and observe
classrooms.



Characteristics of Idaho Charter Schools

Overview

The individua school profiles include data separated into five categories: General Descriptions
of the school and its students, Educational Program and A ssessment, Performance Goals,
Governance, and Financial Data and Other Outcomes. General characteristics of the schools,
based on the profile data, are summarized below. Data for each school can be found in Appendix
A. Most of the schools provided complete and updated profiles; afew left some key items blank.
First-year profiles were used as baseline data for this and subsequent years of the evaluation
project. Unfortunately, it is difficult to compare Idaho charters to charters on a nationa level
because of lack of current national data®.

Adherence to Mission and Performance Goals

The number of goals of the charter schools has changed since last year. The range is now from
two to nine (down from 17), with an average of six per school. A few of the schools reduced the
number of their goals to better reflect their modified focus. Goals continue to be primarily
student-centered and relate to student achievement, personal development, attendance/retention,
and student/teacher ratio. Of the nine schools addressing their respective levels of
accomplishment, each are either meeting or exceeding most (69 percent) of their goals. Of the 58
goals that were established by the 10 schools, 22 percent were reported as having been exceeded,
47 percert were met, 19 percent were partially met, and 12 percent were not addressed® (see
Figure 2). Most schools linked their evidence of accomplishment to hard data. However, afew of
the schools reported success without rigorous evidence or based success on evidence that was not
clearly tied to a particular goal. Often these schools reported successful outcomes in students
learning, the evidence for which was solely based on curriculum or programs offered. See
individual school profiles (Appendix A) for examples.

Figure 2. Levels of Accomplishment on Goals as Reported by All Charter Schools

2 U.S. Department of Education, Office of Educational Research and Improvement’s The Sate of Charter Schools:
National Study of Charter Schools was released annually from 1997 to 2000.

3 «Did Not Address” category included situations in which datawere not yet compiled, the long-range goal
conditions did not yet apply (e.g., no high school graduates because thereis no 12th grade yet), or the datawere
collected as baseline rather than performance data.
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School Size, Enrollment and Admissions
Charter schools are serving between 45 and 295 students per site, and have a median size of 148.
Five of the schools have at least 100 students. The total number enrolled in charter statewide is
1,476, up 38 percent from last year. Five schools reported attendance rates; the average for these
was 96 percent. The number of students leaving mid-year ranged from O to 22 percent of
enrollment, and reasons for leaving included lack of satisfaction with the program and moving
out of the area. The total number of students on waiting listsis larger than the total number of
students enrolled in charters statewide (2,042 waiting compared to 1,476 enrolled). Two of the
schools have waiting lists around 300 percent of enrollment. The average waiting list of schools
is 204 students. All schools have open enrollment, though they have most likely placed limits on
the number of students they can accept because of space constraints. Table 1 shows the
enrollment-related figures for each school.

Table 1. Enrollment, Students L eaving Mid-year, and Number of Students on Waiting

Lists
Students Leaving Waiting List
(Per centage of (Per centage of
School Enrollment Enrollment) Enrollment)
Anser 136 5 (4%) 400 (294%)
Blackfoot 63 14 (22%) 42 (67%)
Coeur d’Alene 231 47 (20%) 80 (35%)
Lost Rivers 202 9 (4%) 250 (124%)
Meridian 171 14 (8%) 29 (50%)
M oscow 90 6 (7%) 5 (6%)
Nampa 295 16 (5%) 950 (322%)
Pocatello 160 18 (11%) 235 (147%)
Renaissance 83 0 (0%) 22 (27%)
Sandpoint 45 3 (7%) 8 (18%)
Total 1,476 132 (9%) 2,042 (138%)

Two schools had students that were dually enrolled with the local district or local colleges. Both
of these schools had high school—aged students. One school had two students enrolled in college
and two in district academic programs. The second school had 46 percent of its students enrolled
in college academic programs and 3 percent of its students enrolled in district extracurricul ar
programs.

Facilities

Building types included new buildings, former district buildings, modulars, and leased business
space. Four of the 10 schools stated that they are now in permanent facilities (last year, three
stated that their facilities were permanent). The square footage of the facilities ranged from 1,042
to 23,000. The average square footage for all facilities was 10,324, of permanent facilities was
13,136, and of temporary facilities was 11,482. On average, the square footage per student was
83; the national average” is 103 square feet per student.

% Facilities Financing Survey, Charter Friends National Network, 2001.



Student -to-Teacher and Student-to-Adult Ratios

The average student-to-teacher ratio is 19-to-1 (up from last year's 16-to-1 ratio). Individual
school averages ranged from 13.5-t0-1 to 28-to-1. Figure 3 shows a comparison of charter versus
district ratios (for smilar grade levels, where available). Seven of the charters had lower student-
to-teacher ratios than their districts. The district average is dightly higher than 20-to-1.

Figure 3. Student-to-Teacher Ratiosat Charter Schools and Their Districts
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Eight of the charters included student-to-adult ratios, since they often have parents assisting in
the classroom. Student-to-adult ratios averaged 9-to-1, which allows for about twice as many
adults per student as the student-to-teacher ratio.

Grade L evel/Student Organization

Table 2 shows the breakdown of the number of schools serving various grades level
combinations. The schools serve dlightly more elementary than secondary grades. Six of the
schools plan to expand the number of grades they serve next year.

Table 2. Number of Schools Serving Various Grade L evel Combinations

Elementary Elem./ Middle/
Grad;s (K-50rK- Middle Middle High High All
il 6) (K—7/8) @) (7-12) (9-12) | (K-10112)
Number of 3 5 1 1 1 )
schools




Student Characteristics

Table 3 shows the student demographic data for the charter schools and their respective districts.
Student characteristics of charters have remained relatively stable over time (for more discussion
of apossible cause, please read section on Page 41). In 85 percent of comparisons between the
two, charter schools had no more than 10 percent® fewer students with a given characteristic.
However, afew schools had a greater number of students than their respective districts with
regard to free and reduced-price lunch, special education, and TitleI. All but three schools had
within 10 percent of the district’s percentages of minority students. (It must be noted here that
Idaho’s minority populations, particularly those of African Americans, Asians, and Native
Americans are generally low in number.) Three charters had a much lower percentage of
free/reduced- price lunch students (down from five last year). One of the schools had a much
lower percentage of special needs students (with monitored Individualized Education Plans or
|EPs) than their districts (up one from last year). No schools had limited English proficient (LEP)
students; district averages ranged from 0 to 17 percent LEP.

° A difference less than or equal to 10 percent is the nationally accepted threshold for charter schools to be aligned
with district percentages of minority students and students with special needs designations. Because the number of
studentsin acharter school is often only asmall fraction of the total within its district, it isinappropriate to attempt
statistical analysisto compare the two populations.



Table 3. Student Characteristics by Charter Schools and Their Districts

Ethnic/Racial Composition . FJ eeéd -
F eCl .
White | Black | Hispanic | Asian Natilve II\?A;J;[;I Totql eprliJCCe Sgdu- L(yIiP TI(;[/Le !
% % % % American | qipee | MInOrity | ynch %
% & & 2
Anser Charter 97 0 1 2 0 0 3 9 17 0 0
Hidden Springs Charter 90 1 2 1 0 7 11 0 6 2 NA
Boise Indep. District 90 2 5 3 <1 NA 10 32 17 5 19
Blackfoot Charter 83 0 0 3 1 13 17 73 32 0 18
Blackfoot District 72 <1 15 11 1 NA 28 5 1 2 1
Coeur d' Alene 99 0 0 0 1 1 NA 1 NA NA
Coeur d’ Alene District 95 1 3 1 1 NA 6 38 10 <1 38
Meridian Charter 89 1 2 1 0 11 15 7 7 1 0
Meridian Joint District* 48 <1 2 1 <1 NA 4 2 11 2 NA
Moscow Charter 95 0 2 2 0 1 5 30 7 NA 6
Renaissance Charter 93 5 2 0 0 0 7 35 5 0 4
Moscow District* 93 1 2 3 1 NA 7 20 11 1 NA
Nampa Charter 91 0 5 2 2 0 9 38 5 NA NA
Nampa School District* 73 1 25 1 <1 NA 27 44 12 17 NA
Pocatello Charter 92 0 6 3 0 0 9 35 17 0 NA
Pocatello District 87 1 6 2 5 NA 14 38 14 3 NA
Sandpoint Charter 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 11 0 0
Pend Oreille School Dis* 96 0 1 1 2 NA 4 54 11 2 NA

SOURCE: Charter schools reported on their students' demographic information. District data were received from the district offices and school district profiles
posted online at http://www.sde.state.id.us/Finance/profiles99-00/def ault. htm#Regi on%206%20(19%20Districts); data from the 2000-2001 school year is noted
with an asterisk. Percentages may not add to 100 percent because of rounding errors. NA = not available.




Teacher Characteristics

The schools employ atotal of 97 teachers, 69 of whom are full-time and 28 part-time. Years of
experience in schools ranged from three to 12 years, with an average of nine years experience.
Eleven percent of the schools reported their average teaching experience between three and five
years, 44 percent reported it between six and 10 years; and 45 percent reported more than 10
years of average teaching experience (see Figure 4 for illustration.)

Level of education: Schools employed 27 staff members who held mager’ s degrees and six staff
members who held a doctorate (nine schools reporting). A total of 11 staff members were
reported as holding special education endorsements, nine were teaching in areas outside their
endorsement, and 12 were noncertified and giving instruction (under the supervision of certified
staff).

This year, 12 teachers (11 percent of the total number) have left their positions from eight
different schools, reasons for which included maternity leave/medical, working in education
elsewhere, salary, dissatisfaction with grade assignment, leave of absence, and to pursue other
interests.

Figure4. Years of Experiencein Schools
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School Calendars

Schools varied in the number of days of operation from alow of 177 to a high of 250; the
average was 199 days. On average, students were in school for 172 days, with teachers
contracted for an average 188 days.

Educational Programs

Table 4 shows the educational programs used by each school and the total percentage of schools
using each program. More than half of the schools are using the following programs or
approaches:

= Character Instruction (80%)
=  Thematic/Interdisciplinary (80%)



= Hands-On (70%)
= Project-Based (70%)
= Foreign Languages at All Grades (60%)

Eight schools are using thematic/interdisciplinary teaching this year, compared to five schools
last year; and four have extended year/day programs, compared to one last year.

As stated previoudly (Y ear One and Year Two Reports), most of these programs are not unique
in and of themselves. What is unique is that each school practices, or at least aims to practice,

schoolwide application of its particular programs.



Table 4. Educational Programs Used

Total
%
Using

Anser

Black -foot

Coeur d’'Alene

Hidden Springs

Meridian

M oscow

Character Instruction

80%

X

>

Thematic/Interdisciplinary]

80%

Hands-On

70%

Project Based

70%

X|X| X | X

X [ X[ X| X Pocatello

X | X | X | X| sand-point

Foreign Languages
at All Grades

60%

X | X [X[X]|X

X | X | X | X|[>X]| Nampa

X | X [X]| X | X| Renaissance

Individualized Education
Plans

50%

X

X

X

X

Multiage/Grade

50%

X

X

X

Multiple Intelligences

50%

X

Block Scheduling

40%

X

Extended Y ear/Day

40%

Service Learning

40%

Technology as Major
Focus|

40%

Expeditionary Learning
Outward Bound

30%

Y ear-Round

10%

E.D. Hirsch’'s Core|

Knowledge,

10%




Perfor mance Assessments

Table 5 shows the performance assessments used by each school. Some of the norm and
criterion-referenced tests are required of particular grade levels (see Appendix E for specific
state requirements). General results from required tests are described in further detail below.
Data from each school are shown at the end of their respective profiles.

Other forms of assessment are not required, but are used frequently by the charter schools. These
other forms of assessment that are being used include individualized education plans, portfolios,
and school-devel oped assessments. Schools using | EPs as performance assessments also use
them for educationa programming.

Direct Writing/Math Assessment

Six schools reported Direct Writing/Math Assessment results. Of the six, two schools reported
school year 2000-2001 data, and six reported school year 2001-2002 data (see Table 6).
Compared to the state in the 20002001 school year, the average assessment scores of studentsin
the charter schools was higher than the average of students in the state in al grades and subjects
except fourth-grade writing. Since state averages are not yet available for the 2001-2002 school
year, comparisons cannot be made. However, eighth-grade students in writing and math, and
fourth-grade students in writing performed better on the assessments than in the previous year.
Compared to the state averages from last year, this year’s charter school students performed
better in all grades and subjects, except fourth-graders in math and 11th-graders in writing.

Idaho Reading Indicator (IRI)

IRI data from the winter of 2002 were obtained from the state’s Web site
(http://www.sde.state.id.us/IRl/iristats/I RIAnalysis.asp) and analyzed for all schools with K—3
enrollments in the state (see Table 7). On average, the charter schools had higher percentages of
students who were at grade level than the state average. Conversely, charter schools had fewer
students who were near or below grade level than the state (with the exception of second-graders,
who had 1 percent more students below grade level than the state).

lowa Test of Basic Sills (ITBS

Six schools reported ITBS scores for their students. Four of the schools reported the national
percentile ranks for each grade (one school only reported the data disaggregated by sex). With a
few exceptions, charter school students generally performed above national averages on this
normreferenced standardized test. School-specific information can be found at the end of the
school profiles in Appendix A.



Table5. Performance Assessments Used
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Direct Writing Assessment*| 90% X X X X X X X X X
Direct Mathematics Assessment*| 80% X X X X X X X X
lowa Test of Basic Skills*| 80% X X X X X X X X
Idaho Reading Indicator| 70% X X X X X X X
NWEA Levels Tests (MAPS)| S0% X X X X X
Test of Achievement and 40% X X
- X X
Proficiency*
ACT/COMPASS/PLAN| 30% X X X
PSAT| 30% X X X
SAT| 30% X X X
District/School Criterion Ref’'d] 20% X X
NAEP| 10% X
PERFORMANCE ASSESSMENTS
Individualized Education Plans| 60% X X X X X X
Portfoliog 60% X X X X X X
School-Developed Assessmenty  60% X X X X X X
TerraNova Performance Assessmenty  10% X
STAR and Accelerated 0%

Reading/Math




Woodcock Johnson| 0% | | | | | | | |

*Currently required by the state for various grade levels. See Appendix E for testing requirements by grade level.



Table 6. Direct Writing/Math Assessment Scor es
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Table 7. Idaho Reading Indicator (IRI) Scores

Kindergarten 1st 2nd 3rd

At |Near | Belo| At |Near | Belo| At |Near |[Below| At |Near |Below

w w

Anser 65% [ 35% | 0% | 74%| 21% | 5% |65% | 18% | 18% |78%| 0% | 22%
Blackfoot 89% | 11% | 0% |69%]| 31% | 0% |[15%| 46% | 38% [18%| 18% | 64%
grl)ﬂ?g; 100%| 0% | 0% |76%|24% | 0% |76% | 16% | 8% |72%| 24% | 4%
M oscow 75% | 12% | 12% | 89%| 0% | 11% | 85% | 10% | 5% |[100%| 0% | 0%
Nampa 76% | 16% | 8% |93%| 7% | 0% |93% | 7% 0% |89%| 7% | 4%
Pocatello 65% | 20% | 15% | 55%| 30% | 15% | 70% | 15% | 15% |65%| 25% | 10%
Renaissance | saoq | 895 | 23% 1800 0% | 0% |67%]| 0% | 33% |75%| 0% | 25%
CSAverage 77% | 15% | 8% |79%]| 16% | 4% |67% | 16% | 17% |71%)| 11% | 18%
State 49% | 31% | 20% | 73%| 22% | 5% |59% | 24% | 16% |58%| 19% | 23%




Student Support Services

The types of services that are available to students included counseling, specia education, and
after-school programs. Most schools were able to provide these services on site, while others
accessed them through the district. Figure 5 shows the number of schools with a particular
service available on site and through the district, as well as the total number of schools with the
service available. (Note that some schools can provide services both on site and through the
district.) All the schools provide special education services to their students, primarily on site.
Ninety percent provide counseling, again mostly on site. After-school programs are accessible to
students at eight of the charters, either on site or through the district (or both). No other types of
services were mentioned.

Figure 5. Available Student Services
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Transportation

More than half (60 percent) of the students at the charter schools are driven or drive to school.
One-quarter (26 percent) of students take a school bus, presumably one that is on a district route;
the average daily ridership of chartering districtsis 40 percent (1999-2000 data are the most
recent available). Seven of the 10 schools have access to a school bus. Fourteen percent of the
students walk or bike, and the remaining 2 percent take public transportation. Figure 6 illustrates
this breakdown.



Figure 6. Methods of Transportation to and From Schools
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Lunch Programs

Nine of the 10 schools provide hot lunch to students. On average, the schools that provide hot
lunch do so four times a week; five schools provide lunch five days a week, one does so four
times a week, one does so twice a week, and one does so once a week. Four of the charter
schools participate in the Child Nutrition Program and five schools qualify to provide students
free/reduced- price lunch.

Governance

The schools had varied administrative structures with most employing more than one
administrator, and sometimes with one administrator having multiple roles. On average, schools
reported having two administrative positions, with the most frequent roles of principal and
executive director/director (4 schools each). Other roles included administrator, director of
special education, and director of curriculum/instruction (2 schools each), director of operations,
dean, academic dean, dean of students, and business manager (1 school each).

School board membership ranges from four to eight individuals. Two schools have boards
composed primarily of community members. However, parents were the most prevalent type of
member for al other schools, followed by community members and then staff. No students were
reported as board members. Committees, in addition to board subcommittees, included (number
in parentheses designates the number of schools with the committee):

= Academic Excellence = Oversight

=  Admissions = Personnel/Human Resources (2)
= Advisory = Scholarship

= Budget/Finance (4) = School Design/Improvement

= Building (2) = Student Council

=  Curriculum = Technology

= Executive Committee

=  Facilities (2)

=  Family Advisory/Council (5)
= Fundraising (3)

= Grounds/Maintenance (2)

= Library

= Nominating



Par ent I nvolvement and Business Partner ships

All schools reported parent involvement, most of which takes place in the classroom or in the
school. Other ways that parents are involved included taking work home, community
representation, fundraising, committee participation, and facilities improvement. Of the schools
that reported involvement as a percentage, an average of about 70 percent of parents were
involved; of the schools that reported involvement as a number, an average of 33 parents were
involved. While Idaho law does not allow charter schools to mandate parert involvement, they
seem to be successful in encouraging parent involvement.

Three schools reported having partnerships with local businesses. The number of these
partnerships ranged from three to 43.



Operating Budgets and Funding

Schools' annual operating budgets ranged from $398,455 to $1,624,144, with five having
budgets of more than $1,000,000. Figure 7 shows the annual operating budget for each school,
along with enrollment figures (in white). Actual budget figures for each school can be found in
the individual school profiles. Cost per student ranged from $4,350 to $8,978 annually, with two-
thirds of the schools spending at least $5,000 (see Figure 8). Seven of the charter schools spend
less than their respective districts, some significantly less. The average cost per student for
charter schools is $6,491, which is 8 percent less than the average cost of $7,174 for chartering
districts.

Budgets are primarily composed of state/district funding, 70 percent on average. Other types of
funding included local grants (which accounted for the majority of additional funding received
by schools), donations, professional technical and tax revenues (only one school reported
receiving this). See Figure 9 for a breakdown of funding received by schools. On average,
schools received $6,161,490 in state/district funds; $35,625 in state/district enhancement
funding; $3,000 in local tax revenue funding; $2, 062,866 in grant funding; $113,761from
donations; and $288,850 in other funding.

Seven of the schools reported that they have identified students for additional federal funding
(e.g., Titlel). However, only one school stated that it is receiving al of the funding or services to
which it is entitled. Only two schools participate in discussions with their districts regarding how
the additional federal dollars will be spent.

Four of the schools reported debt. Debt ranged from $70,623 to $1,150,000 and averaged
$390,156 per school.

Figure 7. Annual Operating Budgets and Enrollment

||:| Annual Budget @ Enroliment

$1,800,000
$1,600,000 +
$1,400,000 1

$1,200,000 1
$1,000,000 T
$800,000 1
$600,000 1

$400,000 1+ - B
=2 b e LTI
LS & e f S P

Note: Renaissance did not report an actual budget figure. The figure shown is based on the




Figure 8. Average Annual Cost per Student
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Figure 9. Sour ces of Funding Received by Schools
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Stakeholder Survey Generalizations
Three different surveys were administered to charter school stakeholders. parents, students, and
staff®. Table 6 gives the numbers of surveys returned for each group in each school as well as the

enrollment for each school.

The researchers requested that schools administer the surveysto al staff and all studentsin the
fourth grade or above (these were done online), and that those surveys were to be completed by
May 1. Parent surveys were to be returned in the mail by April 19. Those not received by May 2
are not included in the results. See individual school profiles for total enrollment and staff
numbers, the Data Collection section for methodology, and Appendices B through D for the

actual survey instruments.

Table 6. Number of Surveys Returned

Number of surveysreturned (% of

School enrollment) Enrollment
Parents Students* Staff
Anser 68 (50%) 63 3 136
Blackfoot 22 (35%) 14 5 63
Coeur d' Alene 81 (35%) 231 14 231
Hidden Springs 64 (32%) 80 9 202
Meridian 99 (58%) 140 9 171
M oscow 26 (29%) 24 9 90
Nampa 67 (23%) 191 8 295
Pocatello 57 (36%) 56 10 160
Renaissance 34 (41%) 47 7 83
Sandpoint 32 (71%) 42 1 45
Total 550 (37%) 891 75 1,476

*Note: Student return rates are often lower than total enrollment since only students who are in fourth grade and

above were to compl ete them.

In general, survey responses have been stable during the three years of this evaluation; major

differences are noted.

Staff Survey

A total of 75 staff members responded to the survey. Staff is defined as teachers, administrators,
instructors, or other paid employees who have frequent direct contact with students. (In Y ear
One of this study, only teachers and administrators were surveyed.) Sixty-three percent of
respondents were teachers, up slightly from last year (56 percent). Founders or origina staff
members comprised 44 percent of respondents, down dlightly from last year (54 percent).

The majority of teachers (85 percent) hold bachelor’s degrees. Almost two-thirds (62 percent) of
the respondents were certified teachers and 6 percent were certified administrators. A small
percentage of teachers (11 percent) are teaching in areas outside their endorsements. The areasin
which they are teaching outside their endorsement are kindergarten, math, Senior Careers, and

Spanish.

6 Some of the information presented here may differ slightly from that found in the profiles since those data are
dynamic and tend to change slightly throughout the reporting period. Also, percentages may not add to 100 because
of rounding error, blank responses, or multiple responses.




Teachers, on average, have eight years of teaching experience. Almost one-fifth of the teachers
(19 percent) have previous experience teaching in private/parochial schools (an average of five
years experience); the majority of teachers (84 percent) have previous experience teaching in
charter schools (an average of two years experience); slightly more than half (51 percent) have
previous experience teaching in traditional public schools (an average of eight years of
experience); and 17 percent indicated they have previous experience teaching in other settings.

The top five reasons for working at the charter school were:

Educational program (80 percent rated this as a very important reason)

High emphasis on academics (76 percent)

Safety/climate at school (67 percent)

Interested in being involved in an educational reform effort and opportunity to work with
like- minded educators (63 percent)

The top five reasons for working at the charter school were the same as last year, although their
order was dlightly different this year.

Other motivating reasons for working at the charter school fell into roughly four categories: the
structure/curriculum/philosophy of the school; flexible/friendly work environment; leadership;
and personal benefit. The following represent some comments that fall into these categories.

“ Authentic assessment practices’

“Emphasis on students' technical skills and work-based learning experiences’

“1 was a founding member and felt consistency in programs was one major key to provide an
excellent education to students. | also felt there was a better way to involve parents in the life
of the school. | have found that if you are open to parent’s interests, they will come whether
they work full time, hold down several jobs, etc. | have found that most all parents want a
voice in their child's education. Our school provides this and it has been such a positive
experience for al; most importantly, it benefits the students.”

“The other major element is to be part of a K—12 environment that is in one school. |
personally believe thisis a missing continent in the sea of public education that if ever
discovered would do more to humanize education than any other single action.”

“Thematic instruction”

“Good hours and friendly environment”

“Professional and caring staff, school schedule”

“1 respected the person who was instrumental in starting the school and was eager to work in
his company.”

“Leadership of administrator was the prime factor in my decision!”

“Strong vision and design principles’

“1 wanted my children to be able to attend [this charter school].”

“Lack of opportunities for Art Teachers in the elementary grades in the Public Schoolsin the
state of 1daho.”

Difficulty in finding other positions was rated as “not important” by the majority (70 percent) of
respondents. This mirrors responses from previous years surveys.

When asked whether the school met their initial expectation, 90 percent stated that it had done so
(up from 75 percent last year). Comments that were expressed included serving specia education
students and the student population in general:



= “|t started as an academic school and continues to be, but | see some possible landslides
ahead of us. Specia Education has been areal issue with this school, in that we will educate
anyone who wants to be educated but they have to meet us half way. It is hard to educate the
parents and help them realize that this school simply is not for everyone. | think alot of
times, parents put their children here simply because of the safe environment, when really
there are other schools that might be better for them academically.”

=  “Weare currently running about 20 percent special needs students. Even at this, our test
scores continue to rise. Our integrated, critical thinking curriculum alows children to score
well on our state tests without teaching ‘to the test.” Because we have the autonomy to hire
our own staff, this also has an effect on student learning. It is wonderful to see staff, parents
and students interviewing perspective teachers and again, having a voice in making sure our
vision is carried through.”

= “Thisisvery hard work. | would not recommend that anyone with commitments at home (i.e.
afamily, children) work in a charter school. The chance of teacher burnout seems high. The
state seems to be setting us up for failure by not having districts be in charge of funding
specia education programs for charter school children. We have many high-needs children
who have difficulty receiving the appropriate services here because of alack of funding.”

= “Alot of kids are enrolled that would not be offered enrollment at a private school because of
lacking skills. We cannot turn them away because we are a public school, so | am expected to
expect performance at alevel for which many are unprepared. That doesn’t work well.”

= “[The school] has not met my expectations, as it does not allow our students to develop
socially aswell. There are also no other emphases on anything other than academics,
[though] sports [and] physical education...are very important aspects of a student’slife.”

When asked about their level of satisfaction on avariety of aspects of the school, staff were very
positive, with more than 75 percent reporting they were “satisfied” or “very satisfied” with all
but one of the aspects/features of the school. The top six items were:

= School mission (97 percent stated they were either satisfied or very satisfied)

= Overdl school climate/environment (94 percent)

= Students’ academic performance (93 percent)

= Student motivation (90 percent)

= Teacher collegiality (90 percent)

= Professional development opportunities(90 percent)

These responses are very similar to previous years data. However, staff were more satisfied with
student academic performance and motivation this year than in previous years. In addition,
teacher collegiality continues to increase, likely because teachers are working together toward
achieving the mission of their school.

The most negative satisfaction levels were related to school building/facilities (36 percent were
either “dissatisfied” or “very dissatisfied” with this aspect of their schools). Other top areas of
dissatisfaction included availability of computers and other technology (25 percent) and
administrative leadership of school (24 percent), the latter being a growing concern.

When asked about the process by which they were evaluated, teachers described formal/informal
administrator/peer observations, rubrics, conferences, self-evaluation, and student
evaluation/surveys.



Opportunities for staff development included training or activities in the following areas:

Advanced Placement training = Portfolio/rubric assessment devel opment
University coursework workshops

Concept-based training = |nstruction on use of a particular curriculum
Didtrict inservice training sessions or resource

Conferences = Specia education workshops

Gifted and Taented workshop = State and national standards and benchmarks
New teacher training workshops

Peer networking, observations, and =  Subject area workshops, seminars, and
collaboration conferences

= Technology/computer classes

Staff members, again, were more positive this year than last, with 90 percent of staff agreeing or
strongly agreeing with the following statements about their schools:

About the students and the school

There is good communication between the school and parents/guardians. (A total of 99
percent either agreed or strongly agreed)

Students fed safe at this school. (97 percent)

| think this school has a bright future. (96 percent)

It is important for our school to be held accountable to its performance goals. (96 percent)
The quality of instruction is high. (96 percent)

The school has high standards and expectations for students. (94 percent)

This school is meeting students needs that could not be addressed at other local schools. (93
percent)

| am satisfied with the educational program. (93 percent)

This school reflects a community atmosphere. (93 percent)

Staff reflects upon and evaluates the success of the school’ s educational program on aregular
basis. (90 percent)

About parents

Parents can influence instructional and school activities. (91 percent)

Teachers/administrators about themselves

Teachers and school |eadership are accountable for student achievement and performance.
(97 percent)

There is commitment to the mission of the school. (96 percent)

Teachers are challenged to be effective. (94 percent)

Teachers are autonomous and creative in their classes. (94 percent)

Teachers are able to influence the direction of the school. (90 percent)

Like last year, the mgjority of staff disagreed or strongly disagreed on several negatively worded
statements:

Class sizes are too large to meet the needs of individual students. (96 percent disagreed or
strongly disagreed.)

Lack of student discipline hinders my ability to teach and the opportunity for other students
to learn. (88 percent)

Teachers are disenchanted with what can be accomplished at this school. (86 percent)
Teachers are insecure about their futures at the school. (85 percent)



Again, agreement was roughly split on the issue of whether support services were available to
students and whether the schools had sufficient financial resources.

Two other areas that the survey addressed are specia needs students and meeting of school

missions.

= Seventy-nine percent believe that their schools are serving students with specia needs

= Eighty-six percent thought that their respective schools were meeting or exceeding their
stated missions; more than one-quarter of those thought the schools were exceeding them.
Compared to last year, more staff think their schools are meeting than exceeding their stated
missions this year.

The following are the greatest strengths and weaknesses of the schools as perceived by the staffs.
The most frequently mentioned strengths and weaknesses are starred:

Srengths Weaknesses
Teacher/staff commitment Facility permanence/space
Instructional program Board/administration problems

School community/culture Funding
» School/classsize = Technology/supplies
»  Teacherg/staff flexibility » Education/enrichment program
= Students = Respect/understanding of charter
» Leadership school movement
= Accountability/expectations =  Student population
»  Parents = Time to develop/implement
=  Technology comprehensive education program
= Academic progress » Discipline

General comments about the schools included:

=  “We need more info on Special Education issues so our administration is not afraid to act.”

=  “The degree of accountability combined with the meager funding makes it extremely difficult
to continue in the charter school business.”

= “Thisisthe best place to grow as an educator and a person. | truly feel like | am making a
difference.”

= “If you can find a more positive staff with better teamwork than ours, let me know. | have a
bet with some teacher friends that | would like to win (I’'m betting that there isn't)!”

= “| redly enjoy working at [this school]. The hands-on, individual importance and
opportunities given to the students should be afforded to all children.”

=  “We have wonderful parents, kids, and staff.”

= “| recognize that thereis alot of work to do to build a school from the ground up. The joy is
that the people at this school without exception share the same vision and work asa ‘crew’ to
accomplish that goal.”

Student Surveys

A total of 891 students completed surveys this year, compared to 600 students last year (an
overal increase when the increase in enrollment is considered). Just over one-third of the
students (35 percent) were enrolled in grades 4, 5, or 6; 28 percent were enrolled in grades 7 or



8; and 33 percent were enrolled in high school (grades 9-12). Forty percent of the students were
new to the charter school this year, 20 percent attended the charter school the previous year, and
40 percent of the students were enrolled in the charter school for their third year.

Table 7 shows the types of schoolsin which students were previously enrolled.

Table 7. Types of Previous Enrollment

Type of school in which previously enrolled Per centage of respondents
Conventional public school 76 %
Private/parochial school 17 %
Home school 14 %
Other 2%
Alternative public school 1%
Another charter school 1%
Did not attend school 1%

Seventy-six percent of students reported that they had previously attended conventional public
school s 17 percent reported that they were e /i gy enrolled in private/parochial schools; and 14 percent
reported being previously home schooled (down from 29 percent last year). These reported
figures are down significantly from last year; this may be because many students are in their
third year of being enrolled in a charter and may not be considering their previous experience
when answering this particular question.

The most important reasons for enrolling in the charter school were because parents thought it
would be the best school for their child (69 percent) and parents thought that the teachers are
better at this school than at other schools in the area (68 percent). Other key reasons for
enrollment were that the school had interesting things to do, and the school is a comfortable
place.

When asked to list other reasons for choosing the school, students cited the following:

= “| chose this school for a different scene. Big, crowded public schools aren’'t very coal. | like
how this school has higher standards and expects more out of their students.”

= “At other schools | got teased but here | don't.”

= “Totry to get a better education, without al the other distractions that a [conventional] public
school can cause. Also to graduate earlier. | chose [the charter school] so | could aso expand
my learning in the areas | liked more.”

= “The setting as awhole is perfect. Both students and teachers are tight and everybody knows
each other. This school also has a strong sense of unity.”

= “My parentsjust wanted to try something new and see what kind of an academic effect it had
on me.”

=  “Because | was home-schooled, and my mom needed to go to work, so she wanted me to
have a good education.”

= “Wethought it was a good school since | was having trouble at my other school, but it wasn't
quite as good as we thought. It was small and | was kind of nervous to go to the junior high
because it is such big school.”

The majority of students (77 percent) reported they were performing above average (good or
excellent) in school this year; 17 percent reported they were performing at an average level; and



7 percent felt they were performing below average (not so well or very badly). Of students who
were attending the charter school for their first year, the majority (68 percent) reported they were
more interested in their schoolwork than at their last school; 23 percent felt the same amount of
interest toward schoolwork; and 9 percent reported being less interested.

Students were asked to rate statements about their schools. The top six statements with which at
least 90 percent of students agreed or strongly agreed, are (in order of agreement):

There are rules in the school we must follow. (97 percent)

My teacher is available to talk to me or help me when | need it. (94 percent)
Teachers and administrators know me by my name. (94 percent)

| feel safe at this school. (93 percent)

The school is doing a good job preparing me for the future. (93 percent)

The school building is clean and well taken care of. (92 percent)

| think that | am learning more here than | would at a different school. (91 percent)
Teachers seem happy at our school. (91 percent)

There are different types of students at this school. (90 percent)

These responses are similar to last year's, except students also agreed that they are learning more, that their teachers seem happy,
and that their schools are diverse.

Special needs: Like last year, 64 percent of students believe that their school helps al students
learn, including those with special physical or learning needs. Twenty-seven percent said they
did not know, while 4 percent of the students said that their school did not help all students learn.



The following comments regard what the students' perceive as the greatest strengths and
weaknesses of the schools:

Strengths

Smal sze

Students are learning more here than
anywhere else

Family atmosphere

Teachers respect students [and vice
versd

Grest teachers

Challenging

Parent Surveys
A total of 550 parents completed surveys this year, a proportional increase when the increase in
student enrollment is considered. The majority (69 percent) reported having one child enrolled in
the charter school; one-quarter had two children enrolled. The distance that families lived from
the charter schools ranged from less than one mile to 95 miles, with the average distance being
six miles. Almost one-third of the students (29 percent) traveled two miles or less to the school.
Twenty-six percent live seven miles or more from the school. These trends were similar to last
year.

Weaknesses

Smal sze

Not enough classes to choose from
No gym and/or athletic program

Not have enough money to purchase
many things that we need for classes
Uniforms

Teachers tend to assign large
amounts of work and hold much
higher expectations than at other
local schools

Parents rated the following as the top reasons why they sent their children to the charter school.
At least three-fourths of parents rated these as “very important”:

Good teachers and high quality instruction (93 percent)

Educational program (90 percent)
Unique opportunities for my child at the charter school (87 percent)

| prefer the emphasis and educational philosophy of this school (84 percent)

| prefer the instruction at this school (compared to other schools) (82 percent)
School safety/climate (82 percent)
Academic reputation (high standards) of this school (81 percent)



An opentended question solicited other reasons for selecting that school. The most frequently
mentioned reasons are starred:

= Educational program = Parental and community involvement
= Staff/leadership = School philosophy/mission

= Individualized instruction = Recommended to parent

= School/class size/ratios = Child’ s prior academic performance
= Public school reputation/experience = Lack of other optionsin area

= School environment/culture/structure » Respect for self/others stressed

= Uniforms =  Safety

= Discipline

Like last year, almost all parents (97 percent) stated that they were familiar with their school’s
mission. After reading a copy of the mission statement (which was attached to the each school’s
survey), atotal of 90 percent of parents believed that the school was meeting or exceeding its
mission; more than one-third of those thought the school was exceeding it.

Ninety-five percent of parents stated their experience at the charter school had met expectations.

The comments of those who believed expectations were being met were generally positive. Some

comments follow below.

“But we still have along way to go which is normal as we are still a founding school.”

“Good communication.”

“It exceeds my expectations on persona and academic growth.”

“They go out of their way to help children succeed.”

“Our student continues to strive and excel and we attribute it to the staff to a large degree.”

“The benefits far outweigh any negatives.”

“The school is consistently striving to improve and grow.”

“My child would not have made it in [a conventiona junior high school].”

“We have had a very ‘smooth’ seventh-grade year — how many parents can say that?’

“This is what public schools should be.”

“We like it very much. There ought to be more charter schools. It would help all children to

meet in a smaller environment.”

= “Excelent program, should be expanded perhaps. Idaho’ s children deserve this type of
education.”

Those who felt the charter school had not met their initial expectations commented as follows:

= “With multiage class idea, | expect more on ability to meet student academic needs For
example, if student has high math/reading abilities, help students learn to potential.”

= “Thereisalack of correlation between ‘philosophy’ and instruction.”

= “| had hoped it would be different from [conventional] public schools as far as student
interaction.”

= “Would like to see physical education program and music.”

In rating satisfaction, at least 90 percent of parents were either satisfied or very satisfied with the
following aspects of the schools:

= Class sizes (98 percent)

= Teachers and other school staff (98 percent)

= Educational program (97 percent)

= Overdl school climate/environment (97 percent)

= Potential for parent involvement (97 percent)



Progress toward meeting school’s mission (97 percent)
Standards and expectations (97 percent)

School stability (95 percent)

Their child’s academic achievements (95 percent)
Administrative leadership (93 percent)

Availability of computers and other technology (90 percent)

The three top areas with which parents were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied were extracurricular
activities (27 percent), physical facilities (26 percent), and school resources (13 percent).

Parents were asked to rate their agreement with several statements about their charter schools.

The mgjority of parents agreed or strongly agreed that:

=  The quality of instruction is high. (97 percent)

= My child is motivated to learn. (96 percent)

= The school is supporting innovative practice. (96 percent)

= The school is meeting my child’'s needs. (94 percent)

= Teachers and school leadership are accountable for student achievement and performance.
(93 percent)

= Thereis good communication between the school and my household. (93 percent)

= My child receives sufficient individual attention. (92 percent)

= Parents have the ability to influence the direction of the school. (89 percent)

When asked whether support services (e.g., counseling, health care, etc.) were available for their
children, dightly fewer than three-quarters (73 percent) agreed or strongly agreed that there were
such services at their child(ren)’s schoal.

When asked about whether they thought the school was meeting the needs of their special needs
students, only 24 percent said “yes.” Four percent of parents said they did not know, and 65
percent said that the question “does not apply.” Despite these responses, only 3 percent of
parents believed that their own child(ren)’s special needs were not being addressed.

Parents reported a variety of types of involvement with their schools. Their contributions are
shown in Table 8. Most involvement took the form of classroom volunteering. On average,
parents volunteered in their child's charter school for 10 hours a month. Nearly one-quarter (23
percent) of parents did not do any type of volunteering.

Table 8. Types of Parent I nvolvement

Per centage of Parents | Type of Involvement
53 percent Volunteer in classroom
19 percent Other
16 percent School committee member
7 percent Planning/founder
4 percent Board member




“Other” involvement included:

Attend meetings/activities
Club founder

Community outreach/relations
Field trips

Fundraising

When asked about their school’ s greatest
perceived strength, the parents
overwhelmingly answered the
educational program and dedicated,
caring, committed teachers and staff.
Other areas that parents were satisfied
with were (the most frequently
mentioned reasons are starred):
Educational program/expectations
Teachers/staff

Size

Individualized instruction/attention

u n | | u u | ] u * *

Help with special projectgactivities
Hiring committee

Playground

Teacher/staff/substitute

Work with kids at home

School community/culture/structure
Commitment to students

Parental and community involvement
Communication

Leadership
Mission/philosophy/values
Technology

Discipline

Safety

Teacher/student student/student
interaction

Flexibility

These areas of satisfaction are very similar to reasons that parents chose the schools in the first
place, thus supporting parent’s agreement that the schools met their initial expectations.

The following comments refer to the perceived strengths of the schools:

“With job shadowing, professional speakers, internships, college credits, and national
certification opportunities, these students are truly being prepared to succeed.”

“[My daughter] has some specia needs and they are being addressed because the teachers
care about their students' growth and their school’ s reputation.”

“The expectation of achievement is the primary strength along with an insistence upon

appropriate behavior from students.”

“Strong leadership; small size, creates family atmosphere and early identification and
intervention of problems: academic and behavioral. Almost no children ‘fall through the

cracks.””

“Teachers who care and go the extra mile. Administrators who go beyond the expected norm.

Parents who are actively involved in their children’s education.”

“The cooperation and team attitude the teachers have with each other. They set goals and
achieve them (rubrics) and are all working hard to have their students meet |daho standards.”
“Small classroom size; positive school climate, creating enthusiastic, engaged learners;

utmost respect and appreciation of the uniqueness and individuality of each student; adaptive,

creative, multi-age classrooms easily allows students to work at a challenging level for them,
above or below their grade level without stigmatism.

“The school’ s greatest strength is the foundation on which it resides, the desire of its
instructional staff to immerse themselves in and implement [the educational program], the
quality of leadership provided by the school’s director, and the involvement of parents.”
“My child feels safe to express her feelings, thoughts, and beliefs. She says, ‘We are like a

family.



Other areas that parents felt were weak were (the most frequently mentioned reasons are starred):

= Lack of programs

Facilities

Funding/sustainability

Problems with school district/board

Inconsistent policy implementation

Transportation

Grade levels represented in charter

school

= Transition to [conventional] public
school

= Lack of respect for charter school






Parents felt overwhelmingly that the greatest weakness in the charter school was the lack of programs
their children had access to (physical education, art, music, sports, languages, electives, etc.). In
second place was facilities, followed by funding issues/uncertainty.

The following are additional selected quotes. Overall, these comments were extremely positive;

however, they do reflect the variety of the schools.

= “This school has been a great problem solver for our family. Having had issues with the
[conventional] public school with our older child, we did not want to send the younger one
[there]. | hope they will add upper grade levels to the charter school.”

= “Even with the lack of music and art-based instruction on aformal basis during school time, these
areas can be fulfilled in our community in (generally low-cost) other venues, such as churches,
community education programs, and private offerings.”

= Once we get the support from the school board we'll be fine. The school board is still very critical
of the school and we feel it.”

= “|] am personally thrilled with how my son has blossomed this year in seventh grade. | don’t feel
that he would have had the one-on-one and acceptance of hisindividuality at alarger middle
school. | was afraid that he would *fall through the cracks’ at the middle school, but this has not
been the case here. He actually likes to come to school, has fun and friends and is progressing
greatly academically and with pride in it! He has been able to explore his passions through
specific activities and classes and has a higher self-esteem than ever. My stepson on the other
hand went to the middle school this year and is on our waiting list per his own choice, because of
kids being mean and bullying him at middle school. My stepson is doing well academically at
middle school but the atmosphere is not as friendly and accepting of who he is as an individual .”

= “My son has alearning disability. He entered the [charter school] reading on a grade level 1-2. He
is now, after only 7 months, reading a solid 4. We are so happy and proud of the efforts of the
charter school.”

» *“The basic core educationa subjects are not being taught in class nor are they being incorporated
in the class expeditions at a level that is useful in life experiences. The students would not be able
to return to public or private school and be able to perform at grade level. Very little is expected
from the children. The overall feeling at the school is very negative and | feel the children sense
it. Much improvement has been done in the overall cleanliness of the common area, however,
many of the classrooms are total chaos.”

= “Thisschool is still very new, but | have had my children there from the beginning. | have seen
lots of changes for good. | expect to keep seeing improvements each year.”

= “] wish more children had the opportunity to learn in this environment. Our son went from being
a struggling student to a student who strives to excel. He is succeeding and he loves learning —
what more could a parent ask for.”

= “Very, very happy — seeing the kind of educational opportunity that kids deserve.”

= “Wouldn’'t charter schools be better served by reporting to a state entity that is better suited to
support them?”’

Technical Assistance Needs

During their participation in the surveys, staff members were asked to check any areas of technical
assistance that are needed at the schools. Table 9 shows the percentage of respondents’ expressed
needs. Compared to last year, staff members are less concerned about receiving technical assistance
of any kind, withless than half of the respondents indicating they need assistance in any area. The
most pressing area to teachers this year is improving facilities (43 percent), followed by school
finance/budgeting (19 percent), and alignment of curriculum with state standards (12 percent).



Table 9. Areas of Expressed Need

Expressed Need Per centage Citing
Improving facilities 43
School finance/budgeting 19
Governance and leadership 13
Community relations 12
Alignment of curriculum with state standards 12
Personndl issues 10
Program evaluation 5
Charter renewa &)
Regulatory issues 1
Accreditation 1

Other areas of expressed need included special education laws and services, counseling, technology,
and salaries.



Ste Vigts

In March 2002, the author visited Sandpoint Charter School and Hidden Springs Charter School. The
following are summaries of the observations and focus group discussions conducted during a one-day
period per school. They include stories of the school as told by staff, students, parents, and board
members to the author.

While the schools differ in their educational approach and their governance structures, they have in
common that parents wanted something different from what is being offered in the conventional
public system.

HIDDEN SPRINGS CHARTER SCHOOL

Hidden Spring Charter School (HSCS) is located in Hidden Springs, a new and growing community
in the foothills about a half- hour outside downtown Boise. The school offers an aternative to other
conventional public schools for students in grades K through 7 in surrounding districts. About one-
fourth of the school’ s 202 students come from the community of Hidden Springs; others are driven
by their parents, often in carpools, in one-way commutes ranging from 20 to 45 minutes.
Approximately 48 percent of students come from the charter-sponsoring Boise School District (SD);
44 percent come from the Meridian SD, and the remainder are from Nampa SD and others.

The school is housed in three modest modular buildings, the largest of which contains the main
classrooms for all eight grades. A second smaller building houses the office, the science room, and a
second set of restrooms. A third building contains the music room and computer lab, which contains
enough computers for a class to have one per student. Currently, there is no additional space for a
cafeteria (students eat with teachersin their classrooms) or for events.

HSCS is modeled after the Nampa Charter School”. It differs slightly from Nampain that it focuses
more onintegration of subject areas and each classroom consists of a single grade level. HSCS
students engage in a variety of activities, working in groups, with partners, or individualy. Activities
are highly structured and boundaries made very clear for students, but they still allow for multiple
modalities of learning (e.g., making manipulative tools available for developing kinesthetic
intelligence). In an effort to address individual learning needs, students are given homework
appropriate for their ability levels; thus, two students from the same class may receive different
assignments. The school’ s curriculum base consists of Shurley grammar, Spalding reading/writing,
and Saxon math, al of which have an emphasis on basic skills as the basis for higher order thinking
and learning. Science classes are conducted in a separate “lab” classroom so that students can safely
do experiments. Students also experience conversational Spanish and a parent-run arts program that
is integrated into the curriculum. Community service is a part of learning for sixth- and seventh
graders and has included food and clothing drives.

Creative scheduling and staffing allow teachers to have severa preparation periods during the week.
For example, the second- grade class is shared between two teachers, one of whom teaches computers
in the afternoon. The kindergarten is on a half-day morning schedule; during the afternoon the
kindergarten teacher works with all other grade levels in the science classroom. In addition, students
are in class more hours than they would be at the district’s conventional public schools.

" See ldaho Charter School Program Evaluation Year One Report for Nampa' s site visit report.



One of the greatest strengths of the schoal is the collaboration among teachers. In working together,
they ensure continuity for students as they pass from one grade to the next. All teachers emphasize
skill building and maintenance in a similar manner, and they use the same curriculum. Thereisalso a
strong emphasis on accountability: teachers administer quarterly Direct Writing and Mathematics
Assessments, and compare outcomes with both charter goals and state standards.

Climate is a priority at HSCS. What is very noticeable to a visitor is that the school is quiet and
peaceful. HSCS takes student discipline very serioudly, from behavior in lines to how students treat
each other. Teachers actively work on how students treat each other, spending time discussing
scenarios. The school plans to formalize and expand its character education program next year. Both
staff and students note that the small size of the school prevents anonymity, which in turn supports
positive interactions among students as well as between them and their teachers.

Teachers are very positive about their experience at HSCS. They enjoy working with parents and
stated that they had 100 percent involvement in parent-teacher conferences. Most knew the principal
from prior district schools and jumped at the chance to work with him at the charter school. All were
very clear from the start about the vision of the school, and all shared that vision. Teachers say there
is very strong leadership from both the principal and the board, without which the school would not
be what it is. The principal visits teachers’ classrooms daily and gives feedback that helps them
adhere to the curriculum and, ultimately, the charter. The principal is also able to pay teachers more
than they would receive had they stayed in their former conventional public schools. This helps offset
the long commutes made by most teachers; the average commute is about 30 to 40 minutes each way.

Students are generally enthusiastic about the school, particularly the safe and comfortable climate.
Many upper-grade students admitted that they originally balked at the idea of coming to the charter
school. Now, they appreciate the climate in which it's OK to be alearner, an experience that many of
their peers at conventional middle schools are not having because of extreme social pressures. HSCS
students are not allowed to have boyfriendg/girlfriends or loiter in the bathrooms to gossip; they feel
that these rules allow them to focus more on their learning. According to students, the one serious
drawback is that they are only able to participate in sports if they leave school early, which they are
unwilling to do since they would miss part of their classes

Parents are very involved in the school. A group of parents wrote the original charter, and many
continue to be involved in the school on aregular basis. Involvement ranges from doing tasks at
home to doing interventions with small groups in the classroom. When asked during a focus group
about what it took to be successful at HSCS, parents stated that any child could be successful but that
having involved parents helps a great deal. Parents appreciate that students are held accountable for
their academic performance and that expectations are high, but also that students are held accountable
for their social actions. They also felt that the teachers and principal were very approachable and
mentioned that there was a feeling of shared responsibility between the school and parents for
students' success. Severa of the parents in the focus group had high needs students; they stated that
their children were doing much better since coming to the school, even though there were no specia
pull-out programs as in conventional public schools. These parents noted an increase in self-esteem
and excitement about school in their children since they began attending HSCS.

Parents from the Boise district are aware of the other charter school, Anser®. However, because of
long waiting lists at Anser, interviewed parents elected to place their children at HCSC (and drive
longer distances) instead of waiting for an opening at Anser. Significant program differences between

8 Seeldaho Charter School Program Evaluation Year One Report for Anser’ s site visit report.



Anser and HSCS did not seem to have much of an impact on the decision; rather, parents wanted
something different from what is being offered in the conventional system.

HSCS now has its own significant waiting list after its first year of operation, and it plans to expand
next year. The charter is written to support a class size limit of 25 students. The result is that there is
not enough room to accommaodate both siblings of current charter students and those children new to
the community. This may be alleviated somewhat with the addition of more classes. Expansion plans
include adding an eighth grade as well as a second kindergarten. The school has tentative plans to add
a second first grade in two years, and continue with the growth pattern until there are two classrooms
at each grade level. A related issue is the school’ s racia diversity, which the principal of the school
admitsis not what he'd like it to be. However, because Idaho charter law requires that enrollment be
based on waiting lists, students must be admitted first and foremost on the basis of their position on
the list regardless of the resulting lack of diversity.

The charter school’ s relationship with the Boise SD improved greatly with addition of a new
superintendent who supports charters. Also supportive is the district’s area director, who sits on the
charter school board. Perceptions that the school “creams’ the best students from the non-charter
schools appear to be unfounded. Both parents and teachers unequivocally state that (non-severe)
special needs students are getting what they need at the school. The school has a special education
teacher on staff, and IEP and ESL students receive extra help. Speech students are ableto goto a
district school (parents must transport them) for assistance.

What has been necessary, at least this year, is parent involvement to the extent that parents are able to
arrange transportation for their children. Thisis not unusual for charters; because of funding formulas
based on previous years attendance, new charters don’t get adequate money to cover trarsportation
their first year of operation. The school is hoping to arrange transportation through the district next
year.



SANDPOINT CHARTER SCHOOL

Sandpoint Charter School (SCS) is located in Sandpoint, a community with a population of 6,800
people located approximately 60 miles south of the U.S.-Canadian border. The school serves 45
seventh-grade students; it plans to expand to include an eighth grade next year and a ninth grade the
following year. SCSis housed in one wing of an old municipal building, which was fixed up by
students and parents before school began last year. Walls are covered with creative student work
from avariety of projects. The facility has enough space for the three main classrooms, a computer
room, library, small breakout rooms for students to obtain individualized help, lunch/multi-purpose
room, an office, and a small break room for staff. The school hopes to expand into the other
unoccupied wing of the building next year, though with the addition of a ninth grade in two years the
space will become too small and other options will need to be considered.

There are three teachers, which allows for very small class sizes (15 per class). Each teacher focuses
on one of the main subject areas: language arts, math, and science. Math is divided into three levels
(by class), and students can move between levels as needed. Socia studies is split among the three
teachers and is sometimes team taught so that teachers can have prep periods. Health is taught to
students as a whole group (all 45 students) in the multi- purpose room. Students also have the
opportunity to participate in band; the instructor is a retired public school teacher who enjoys
working with the small group at the charter school. Weather permitting, physical education classis
held at a nearby park. Next year, the school plans to have aregular program at a nearby gym. The
school is located across the street from the conventional public middle school; this allows students to
participate in team sports and chair.

Scheduling at SCSis unique. On Mondays through Thursdays, the day is structured so that thereis a
focus on core academic skills (math, science, and language arts) in the morning and an opportunity
for content (socia studies, art, technology, and band) in the afternoon. Fridays are reserved for
“strand curriculum,” which can include experientia activities: students engage in independent study,
service activities, or field trips that enrich particular areas of study.

Another unique feature of the school day is what is known as Advocacy. This activity is designed to
allow students to discuss problems and issues in their class at the beginning and end of the day. It
underscores the school’ s emphasis on positive relationships: students learn to communicate openly
and honestly with each other, in appropriate ways. All students participate and listen to each other.
Mediated by both students and their teacher, the discussions range from being about something
serious like an altercation between students to something lighthearted like discussing one’s favorite
animal.

Students appreciate the emphasis on positive socia relationships at SCS. They like the small school
size and that they don’t have to worry about cliques, as they would if they attended the conventional
public middle school. As far as what it takes to be successful, students stated that they are responsible
for setting up their own work calendars with due dates and that they must keep up with their work.
Students must wear uniforms (khaki pants and a polo shirt), which they believe prevents peer
pressure to dress in certain ways though they admit they tire of the uniform style.

Because of the small number of students generating average daily attendance (ADA) money, the
school is unable to afford a full-time administrator or a certified special education teacher. One of the
greatest challenges facing the school is its administrative structure. The current administrator is only
employed one-quarter time (0.25 FTE); he is primarily available to assist with the relationship with
the district, which in turn allows for procurement of district resources. While there is afull-time
director of operations who manages the day-to-day reality of running the school, the lack of a full-



time principal has had an impact on instructional leadership. SCS' board has been very involved in
trying to create a differentiated curriculum, though this has been difficult without a leader. Teachers
have had to create most of what they are doing from scratch and there is a severe shortage of resource
materials (e.g., textbooks, trade books, reference materials, etc.). Lack of a special education teacher
has created challenges for existing teachers. Parents who were unhappy with the district’ s special
education services in the past now have high expectations for the charter school in that area, and
these expectations cannot always be met.

Regardless of these difficulties, the teachers are enthusiastic about teaching at the charter school.
They came to teach at SCS because the philosophy presented by the charter—emphasis on positive
climate, multiple intelligences, expeditionary learning—was aligned with their own. They favor an
integrated, interdisciplinary approach tailored around state standards. They believe that it isn’t
enough for students to learn facts; rather, they should learn how to find information and then
synthesize it. Teachers also find that parents are very supportive of what they are trying to
accomplish, an experience they did not have in conventional public schools.

Preoperationa planning for SCS began in 1998 when the Idaho charter law was passed. However,
because of origina perceptions that excessive money would be siphoned away from the district, the
founders held off until the district board was more receptive to the charter idea. SCS' relationship
with its sponsoring district has improved since the charter was initially proposed. The district has
been very helpful with transportation, including for students who live out of town (though students
must leave school early in order to catch their bus). The district and SCS also have cooperative
agreements for charter students to participate in the extracurricular activities.

Founders of the school were interested in creating an emotionally safe climate. They were and remain
concerned with the psychological aspects of adolescence and felt that this age group needs hands-on
learning opportunities and caring interaction with adults and peers. When asked what it took to be a
successful student, founders/board members stated that students must be willing to work
cooperatively with others (as work is frequently done in groups) and that they must work harder since
they are held accountable for their own level of capability.

The small size of the charter school is generally what attracted parents. When asked about what type
of students does well at SCS, parents said that they school was well suited for kids who were
“different.” Parents stated that the charter school had a positive climate that could not be found at the
conventional middle school, which they said was rife with negative peer pressure, lack of respect, and
use of foul language. Also, many of the students were previousy home schooled and/or come from
very rural areas (about 60 percent come from unincorporated areas); the charter school offers a more
nurturing environment than the large middle school into which many smaller schools feed. Severa
parents admitted not being sure about the type of program that was to be offered (they did not know
what to expect from an experiential program); the fact that the charter was a smaller alternative to the
conventional public middle school became the deciding factor. Most parents stated that they were
very happy with the program and their children’s progress, though afew parents of high needs
students were concerned about exceptionally high expectations for students' responsibility for their
own learning.



The school was initialy publicized through word of mouth. Perhaps because of this, SCSis
sometimes viewed as “creaming” the best students. However, the board believes that there is a good
balance of high achievers and special needs students. When asked about outside perceptions about the
charter school, parents and students alike stated that there are a variety of misconceptions about it.
Some outsiders think the school is private; others believe it is an alternative education program for
“problem” students. SCS plans to begin publicizing more heavily to reach out to all types of families.



Conclusions and Recommendations

The three guiding questions of this study as well as the charter school law itself will be used to focus
on the progress of 1daho Charter Schools. Conclusions and recommendations are based on data from
this year's study as well as those from Y ears One and Two.

1. Didthecharter schools accomplish what they proposed, based on their mission and goals?
2. Didtheir students meet the achievement levels proposed in their charter school applications?

Eighty-six percent of staff and 90 percent of parents believe that their respective schools were either
meeting or exceeding their missions. Because each charter school is effectively based on a particular
mission, this belief is critical to maintaining a solid foundation for its existence.

According to standardized tes data, charter schools are addressing the first intent of the Idaho charter
school law, which is “improving student learning.” Most charter students are “meeting [or exceeding]
measurable student ... standards’ (the sixth intent of the law) as evidenced by their IRI, ITBS, DWA,
and DMA scores. Charter schools are using a variety of other assessments, including portfolio
assessments that allow one to view a student’s work samples, and thereby their progress, over time.
Because of the individualized nature of portfolio assessment, it is difficult to generalize those
outcomes. See the section on performance assessments (Pages 13 through 15) and individual school
profiles (Appendix A) for more detailed information.

Charter schools are reporting progress on their goals. The goals are primarily student-centered,
though there are others that address staff development, attendance/retention, and student/teacher

ratio. All schools reported either meeting or exceeded some of their goals. Some schools have
modified their goals to increase measurability and accountability and to align them with existing state
standards.

Most schools described their evidence of accomplishment using hard data that were directly linked to
the desired outcome. However, afew of the schools reported success based on evidence that was not
clearly tied to a particular goal. For example, a school might give evidence of student learning merely
by virtue of the fact that a particular curriculum isin place; in this case, a program cannot be the
outcome, and the evidence is insufficient. Without rigorous and sufficient evidence provided by each
schooal, it is difficult to accurately assess the overall accomplishments of Idaho charter schools with
regard to their goals. See the section on adherence to mission and performance goals (Page 5) and
individual school profiles (Appendix A) for more information.

3. What makes charter schoolsin Idaho unique?

The third intent of the Idaho charter law is that the schools will “include the use of different and
innovative teaching methods.” Schools are using a variety of programs or approaches, including
thematic instruction, character education, foreign language at al grades, and expeditionary learning
(see Page 12 for amatrix of offerings). As stated in previous reports, the programs themselves may or
may not be unique (some are pre-packaged curricula); however, the programs are adopted schoolwide
and they fit in with the philosophy and mission of the school.

The fourth intent of the Idaho charter law isto “ create new professional opportunities for teachers,
including the opportunity to be responsible for the learning program at the school site.” Ninety
percent of teachers reported that their respective schools met their initial expectations. Teachers are
attracted to the charter schools by particular educational programs or philosophies, and so their



commitment levels to their schools tend to be very high. Staff reported many opportunities for
professional development, including workshops, classes, conferences, time for collaboration with
other staff members, and district inservice training sessions. Ninety percent of teachers reported being
satisfied or very satisfied with the collegiality of schools, and this certainly assistsin increasing
consistency of methods across classrooms within a particular school.

Charter schools are attracting high-quality teaching staff. Eighty-nine percent have at least six years
of teaching experience (the average level of experienceis eight years), 34 percent have advanced
graduate degrees, and seven schools have at least one teacher with a specia education endorsement.

To " provide parents and students with expanded choices in the types of educational opportunities
that are available within the public school system” is the fifth intent of the Idaho charter law. As
previoudly discussed, charter schools offer students a variety of programs that address the issue of
expanded choice in educational opportunities. Ninety-five percent of parents stated that the school
had met their initial expectations. At least 90 percent of parents surveyed agreed or strongly agreed
that the quality of instruction was high at their school, that their children are motivated to learn, and
the school was supporting innovative practice. More than three-quarters (77 percent) of parents
surveyed stated that they were involved with the school in some way, afigure that speaks highly of
parental commitment to the schools.

Charter enrollment has increased 38 percent since last year. Still, charter schools tend to be smaller
than their conventional public counterparts (a factor that was very attractive to parents when deciding
where to enroll their children). Seven of the 10 charters had lower student-to-teacher ratios than their
respective districts, and seven had lower cost-per-pupil expenditures. Relatively small size and lower
teacher-to-student ratios have been a unique factor of the charter schools. Middle school students, in
particular, enjoy the smaller learning communities that charter schools tend to offer; small size allows
them to concentrate on learning and minimizes social pressures. However, small size affects
possibilities of extracurricular programs, since funding is primarily a function of
attendance/enrolIment.

Grade level configurations are also unique in the charter schools (see Table 2 on Page 7). Four of the
charter schools have taken a*sow growth” approach to their enrollment by starting with afew grade
levels and adding one grade level per year of operation. For example, Meridian Charter High School
started as a ninth- and 10th-grade schooal its first year, and has been adding a grade level each year of
its operation. This allows the school to establish its culture slowly and carefully. Charter schools are
also dowly exercising their ability to diverge from their districts calendars by going to a longer
school year, going year-round, and adjusting their vacation schedules to better meet the needs of their
communities.

Charter schools are also bringing more students (32 percent) into the public system. According to
students, 17 percent went to a private school and 14 percent were home schooled prior to enrolling in
the charter school.

The extent to which charter school practices are being transferred to their conventional public
counterparts is not known. The chartering districts were interviewed in last year’s study, and none
had made modifications to their course offerings based on what the charter schools were doing.
However, two changed their marketing plans as aresult of having a charter school in their districts.
Further investigation of impact will occur in Y ear Five of this study.



Additional conclusions

Leadership: Not surprisingly, leadership continues to be a key factor in the success of the charter
schools. Strong leadership supports the school mission, ensures implementation and continuity of
appropriate curriculum, supports staff development, and generally increases parent and staff
satisfaction with the school. Leadership is taking several forms in the charter schools, with several
schools having more than one administrator. Schools without strong leadership often struggle with
one or more of these areas.

Sudent services. Most charter schools are beginning to offer student services either on site and/or by
contracting with their districts. Services include counseling, specia education, after-school programs,
and hot lunch (see Pages 16 and 17 for more information).

Demographics: In 85 percent of comparisons, charter schools had demographics that reflected those
of their respective districts (see Pages 8 and 9). However, one of the more negative outcomes of the
waiting listsis that they do not alow a school to increase its racial, ethnic, special education, or
socioeconomic diversity once that list is established. This outcome is being experienced by several of
the charter schools. After the original enrollment lottery (used to determine the number of students
allowed to enroll in aschool if demand exceeds the available dots), the remaining students are placed
on awaiting list. Charter schools often gain their initial lottery participants (i.e., potential enrollees)
through a word- of- mouth system primarily consisting of parents who are actively involved in their
students’ education. Thus, children of parents who are less involved are not generally part of the
origina lottery nor are they subsequently placed at the top of the waiting list. If charter schools are to
be more diverse, active recruitment of awide variety of students should begin prior to announcing a
lottery.

Transportation: Another challenge to “increase{ing] learning opportunities for all students’ isthe
lack of transportation for all charter students. Only 26 percent of charter students ride a bus to and
from school, compared with a 40 percent average ridership in chartering districts. Students whose
parents are unable to drive them are thus at a disadvantage when attending a charter school. Charter
schoolsin their first year are greatly hampered in their ability to provide transportation because they
do not have a previous year's average daily attendance (ADA) figure by which to claim funds.

School choice: Public educational choices are still severely limited for Idaho’ s students as a whole.
This is hindering the second intent of the charter law, which isto “ increase learning opportunities for
all students.” The 10 operationa charters in Idaho account for only four-tenths of 1 percent of the
total number of charter schools operating nationally. Also, the choice of a charter school tends to be
available only in more populated areas of the state. Smaller communities have shied away from
charters because of the potential negative impact on their school systems, though rural schools
undergoing consolidation with larger districts could retain their independence by converting to
charter status. The slow growth in the number of charter schools in Idaho is not keeping pace with the
high demand for educational options. Charter school waiting lists speak to the demand. The number
of students on waiting lists now exceedstotal charter enrollment by 38 percent. Unlike conventional
public schools, the charters may designate a maximum number of students that they accept each year.
Often this is necessary because of facility limitations. Facilities issues have been slow to resolve
themselves because of funding constraints. Four of the 10 schools now have permanent facilities.
However, as schools expand their enrollment, they must also expand their physical space (in most
cases). Average square footage per student continues to be about 20 percent less than the national
average.



Limited choice aso results in parents enrolling their child(ren) in a charter school only because it is
something different than the conventional public school in their district. During focus groups, many
parents admitted that their choice had little to do with a charter school’ s particular focus. In fact, a
charter school’ s educationa approach may not be well suited for every child (e.g., some children do
better with a more open environment, while other thrive in highly structured settings).

Recommendations

Increase rigor and sufficiency in measuring accomplishments. All charter schools should provide
clear evidence of their accomplishments, which will result in a more accurate evaluation of Idaho
charter schools. While some schools have done well in this area and a few schools have reworked
their goals and measurements of them, severa till rely on measures that are not directly linked to
goals. Without improvements in these areas, it is difficult to conclude whether charter schoolsin
general have accomplished what they proposed and if their students meet the achievement levels
proposed in their charter school applications.

Increase access to charter schools. Because charter schools are public schools, they must be equally
accessible to all studentsin a chartering district. Improvements can be made in transportation
provisions for schoolsin their first year of operation, and in marketing strategies that address diverse
groups of students prior to the lottery.

Increase the number of charter schools. Charter school start-upsin Idaho still only have the option of
chartering through their local districts. Since the intent of the law is to provide expanded choices to
parents and students, it may become necessary to allow for aternative chartering options, given the
dow rate of growth of charter schoolsin Idaho. Another way to increase the number of schools and
thereby provide choice to more students and their parents is by encouraging schools going through
consolidation to consider “going charter” in order to keep their educational communities intact.

Increase public awareness of charter schools. Two issues have unfolded with regard to public
awareness. One is public awareness that charter schools are public schools. Many parents and
teachers alike describe their charters as alternative to “the public schools,” implying that charters are
not public in the same way as conventional public schools, if at all. The other issue is general
awareress of opportunities provided by charters. Much of the general public is still unclear about
what charter schools are (or can be), and many tend to think of them only as “alternative schools” for
at-risk students.

Encourage the evaluation process. Because this study is only as complete as the available data allow,
it is essentia that the charter schools participate as fully as possible. A few schools did not report data
in several key profile areas, making it impossible to report comprehensively about the charter school
program. Another area that is critical is parent surveys. Despite the fact that timing had been adjusted
this year to allow schools to administer surveys on their own schedulesin order to meet other
(internal) evaluation requirements and to discourage duplication of effort, return rates of parent
surveys remained static this year. As stated last year, schools may or may not be communicating the
importance of utilizing that opportunity for parents to have a voice in what happens with charter
schools. The more stakeholder surveys that are received, the better the quality of the data, thus the
better the understanding of satisfaction and concern.



